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The Sisters of St. Agnes are celebrating the 150th anniversary of their founding, and for 
much of that time, they have been a presence in the Diocese of Salina, working in parishes served by the Capuchin Franciscan priests and brothers.
Today, Sister Alice Ann Pfeifer said, there are 12 CSA sisters in Kansas, 10 serving in Hays. Their main ministries here continue to be Catholic education and nursing, although they are involved in many other ministries, including missionary work in the United States and Latin America.
“Our history tradition continues today as our sisters meet the needs where no one else will want to go,” Sister Alice Ann said. “We have schools in Mississippi — a state which has the worst education system in the country. Not many people line up for jobs like that.”

It was a lack of schools and teachers that lead to the order’s founding. Father Caspar Rehrl, an Austrian who came to the United States to minister to immigrants in Wisconsin, founded the order in 1858. Just 21 years later, the sisters were invited to Ellis County. They taught in schools in western Kansas and operated hospitals in Hays and Colby.  
Father Rehrl believed schools would build and sustain the Church in the Midwest, according to the history book of the CSA order, “Ordinary Sisters.” “Build the school first and the school will build the church,” was one of his well-known quotations.
The history book said many children of Catholic immigrant families weren’t educated because of the strong anti-Catholic sentiment at the time. Father Rehrl knew Catholic schools were the solution, but he could not find nuns to teach in them.

In 1855, Father Rehrl visited Rome and was praying at the tomb of the martyr, St. Agnes, when he “had a vision of the saint leading a group of women dressed in black and white.”

Father Rehrl told Pope Pius IX of his dreams of an order of sisters. The pontiff blessed him and told him to “never give up,” the history book states. He returned to Wisconsin and received three women into the new society. 
The group struggled, however, until the arrival of Mary Hazotte in 1863. She gave the fledgling community new life and leadership when in 1864 at the age of 17 she was elected general superior. Mother Agnes moved the order to Fond du Lac, Wis., in 1870 and served as the community’s leader until her death in Hays in 1905. 
In 1870, Capuchin Father Francis Haas became the spiritual director of the community, beginning its association with the Capuchins.
The work of the Congregation of St. Agnes has taken sisters far beyond the Midwest. 

In 1994, the community sent sisters to Russia to help rebuild the Church after the fall of Communism. 

“At the time, we made it known to the general public that we would take volunteers. No one but our sisters wanted to go,” Sister Alice Ann said. While she is proud of the work the sisters do, she also believes that being a Sister of St. Agnes is more about a way of being.

“Our relationship with God is most important,” Sister Alice Ann said. “It’s fair to say that we work on our relationship with God as a married woman works on her relationship with her husband.  
“As sisters, we hesitate to talk that way, because it might leave the impression that only priests and religious sisters are close to God. We know that isn’t true. Every baptized person is called to be a leaven in our society. 
“We all have a unique dimension to our calling in life. We wouldn’t want a church of all married people, all single people or all religious sisters. Each complements one another’s role in life,” she said.
Although their numbers are few compared to the past, Sister Alice Ann believes religious women still have a substantial role in the life of the Church. “We don’t invite people to become sisters to do a particular kind of work,” she said. “We want sisters who wish to make their relationship with God most important.”

